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As a community of faith called Watts Street Baptist Church, we may say that we are a group of people who have worshiped on this corner for 77 years. That is a true statement, but it’s only partially true. The larger truth is that we are a people whose story goes back at least 2500 years. We are part of a people with a long, long history.
From the beginning of our story, the problem for the people was whether or not they could believe that there really is a loving, faithful God who can be utterly trusted. It’s like the question raised by Albert Einstein. Following all of us discoveries in science and physics, Einstein said that the real question for him was, "Is the universe friendly or not?" Likewise the question people have asked through the years is: Is there a faithful God who is adequate to hold us up as we face the struggles of our personal lives and the struggles of all the nations of the world?
The issue for us is always one of trust – faith. Is this ultimate reality, the Holy One, the Higher Power, God, really there and available? Or – in light of the suffering of the world, the greed and corporate evil, do we see turning to God as folly, foolishness?
Is trust in God sense or non-sense? If we make a faith decision to trust our lives to a loving, faithful, non-violent, serving God, how do we hang on to that decision in spite of all the discouraging, contrary evidence – the killings, the hatred, the calamities that befall so many people? In Durham we’re already having a "long hot summer" with the murder rate at 17. How do we keep the faith when there is so much pain and tragedy? Hanging on to faith may seem like hanging to a slender thread. There’s not much happiness in merely hanging on. How then do we deepen our trust in God’s grace-world, until we learn to swim in it? (from Gordon Cosby, cassette tape sermon, "The Crucial Issue – Faith")
The task for all of us is to rest so deeply in God’s New Realm, this sea of grace, that nothing can shake our inner security – nothing! If we can trust that much, could we, like Jesus, become the instruments of miracle? Miracles of healing are simply the breaking in to this reality of that which goes on all the time in God’s Realm.
Jesus came as God’s anointed messenger of the New Realm. Jesus knew this Realm intimately. He is part of the divine reality that created this Realm. Jesus had total trust in God, the one he called "Abba." He was the embodiment of this Realm where amazing things happened. And amazing things did happen through Jesus: He fed 5000 people with 5 loaves and 2 fish; he walked on water; he stilled the waves; he caused the blind to see and the deaf to hear; he touched lepers; he accepted strangers and outcasts; he brought nearly-dead people back to life.
In Jesus’ day, in the face of their pain and evil, the crowds were always marveling and wondering at these miracles. Jesus’ closest disciples tried to understand who he was and how they themselves could become the instruments of miracle. But most of the time, the disciples were a pretty sorry lot. They didn’t do too well. Why? They struggled and wavered over the question of TRUST --- faith.
We might get to the root of this trust issue if we look at those who got healed by Jesus. The people who were healed by Jesus are people who took some risk. They are the ones who managed to step out of the crowd. As long as they were staying in the herd, the crowd, there seems to be little sign of faith. But when they stepped out of the crowd, they were healed. (from Robert Hamilton Kelly, THE GOSPEL AND THE SACRED)
In our story from today’s gospel (Mark 5:21-34) Jesus was walking along with the usual crowd of people jostling around him. First a leading synagogue official came to him and asked him to go heal his daughter. Jesus went with the man, heading to his house, when suddenly he was stopped by a woman. She had pushed through the crowd to get close to him. As the crowd is pressing around Jesus, he suddenly feels the hand of this woman, a woman who has been suffering for 12 years with a hemorrhage. 
The Gospel of Mark tells us that she has seen every doctor she can find; she has spent all her money to find a cure for the bleeding, but to no avail. When she touches Jesus’ garment, Mark says Jesus felt the power go out of him. He turns to identify the intention of the woman. She seems to be the one person in the crowd who, in faith, is able to see the true power of Jesus.
We don’t even know this woman’s name. But she is able to see who Jesus is partly because she is a victim. She expresses her faith by stepping out of the crowd, reaching out to Jesus, at some risk. Religious law of that day ruled that a menstruating woman was unclean, impure. That meant that anyone who touched her was contaminated. So by reaching out to Jesus the woman already is violating the ritual laws of that day. She should not have been in the crowd at all. For her, contact with people was forbidden. So she approaches Jesus quickly, stealthily, and she was probably hoping to sneak away unnoticed.
Here is a woman who has been financially ruined; she is an outcast – marginalized by her sickness, her community, and the economy.
After she touches him, Jesus stops and calls the woman to the center of attention. Jesus is deliberately showing his acceptance of this unclean person. He seems to be recalling the touching of the leper, which was also forbidden in that day. Here Jesus is saying clearly that the Gospel rejects any restraint on compassion. Whoever is considered an outcast, outside the accepted group, Jesus is drawing the circle wider--- extending compassion to the least accepted people.
When Jesus calls the woman to him, he first identifies her act – stepping out of the crowd to touch him--- as the act of faith that brings her healing. "Take heart," he says to the woman. "Your faith has made you well." The act of faith was to reach out from the crowd and touch Jesus. Can we imagine what courage it took for this woman to step out and touch Jesus? After she took the risk, Jesus says, "Your faith has made you well." Faith here is the courage to risk, to step out of the crowd, to place trust in Jesus and his ability to heal.
In the stories of Jesus and in our stories today, the crowd is often the place of where fear is the dominant factor. The crowd is the place of distrust of those who are different. The crowd is the place of fragmented lives, anxious consumerism, and looking out for No. 1. The crowd represents the herd mentality---people who are so afraid that they keep crying out for more guns, and all the guns make us feel less and less safe. The crowd supports the herd mentality, which robs us of trust.
But Jesus responds to the person who steps out of the crowd. Jesus responds to the one who moves out of her fear and takes the risk of trust.
Notice that the woman is a victim. So often it is the victims who respond so readily to Jesus. The "power people" have a hard time with Jesus. But those who have suffered keep stepping out of the crowd to be with Jesus.
So it is with the church. As followers of Jesus, we too welcome the outcasts who step out of the crowd and reach to touch Jesus’ people. Who are the outcasts in our community? Who are the ones most in need of Jesus’ healing? Those who are poor, those who are mistreated and ostracized--- whether they be women, Hispanic, homosexual. It seems that these are the people to whom Jesus most readily turns.
Faith is always a risk. The temptation always is, out of our fear and anxiety, to place our trust in our own initiative, to stay in the crowd and to keep trying to save ourselves by our own wits and weapons. The opposite of fear is trust. On our best trusting days, we can sense that if we could touch Jesus, all would be well. Our task as Jesus’ people is to keep alert to those among us who are stepping out of the crowd, reaching for healing. These show us the way to hope and healing.
When Jesus turned to the woman who touched him, he said, "Take heart. Your faith has made you well." 
YOUR FAITH has made you well!
 
Let us pray: God, we sometimes get so confused. We want to trust you, but we get afraid that you won’t be there to hold us up. We want to trust, to release our controls and fear. Help us, God. Grant us your grace, so that we may know that we live in surrounded by your grace and mercy. Send us courage that through our faith, we can become, like Jesus, channels of miracles, bringers of healing to those in need. AMEN.
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